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CHAPTER ONE

For the last few days Maurice Delahoussaye had been thinking of  
ways to kill Michael. He’d considered poisoning him, planting a bomb 
in his car, stabbing him, pushing him off an overpass, drowning him, 
electrocuting him, slitting his throat, even setting him on fire. When he 
finally decided that shooting him was the best option, Maurice climbed 
into his car and drove to New Orleans East, toward a dilapidated Six 
Flags amusement park on the edge of  the city.

It was almost noon when he arrived. He parked the car, grabbed the 
mannequin from the backseat and closed the door behind him. Beneath 
a scorched July sky, he dragged the mannequin through a field choked 
with weeds, past empty beer cans, twisted pieces of  rusted corrugated 
metal, gutted air conditioners plucked clean of  copper tubing, until he 
came to a sagging barbed-wire fence that surrounded the park. Before 
tossing the mannequin over the fence, he adjusted the dust mask he was 
wearing and slipped through a ragged hole near the bottom. Since the 
abandoned amusement park was on the outskirts of  New Orleans, and 
fairly desolate ever since the storm, he figured it was the perfect place for 
target practice.

Once inside the actual park, he walked past the rusted, graffitied 
remnants of  rides, past a row of  dead trees, branches tangled with 
cottony pink blossoms of  insulation, past a large statue of  a clown’s 
head and a pale carousel horse lying on its side in the sun. The wide 
concrete walkway that snaked through the park was littered with the 
rusted skeletons of  awnings, and ragged strips of  canvas snapping in the 
wind. He walked past an aluminum Six Flags sign splattered with rusty 
bullet holes and a dinosaur head with a caved-in skull, until he came to 
the old Under the Sea roller coaster. The ground around the entrance 
was strewn with shards of  broken glass and dirty needles, the archway 
painted bright blue with a statue of  a mermaid affixed to the side of  the 
building. The mermaid had fat red lips, a seashell covered each of  her 
breasts, and the silver scales of  her fishtail had peeled off. Her hands and 
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stomach were clumped with bird shit, and her nose was missing.
Near a weedy slab of  cracked concrete, Maurice found an overturned 

claw machine with a pile of  waterlogged stuffed animals spilling out the 
side. He propped the mannequin against the rusted machine, grabbed 
the box of  shells from his pocket, loaded the gun and walked thirty or so 
feet from the mannequin to a mound of  rain-eaten dirt surrounded by 
a patch of  dead weeds. He pulled a bottle of  Maalox from his pocket, 
pulled down the dust mask he was wearing so that it was dangling around 
his neck and took a swig from the bottle. As he did, his head filled with 
static, and a tingling sensation climbed up his backbone and crawled 
into his skull. He thought about what the priest had told him a few days 
earlier, about how Joan of  Arc and Constantine had been enlightened 
by God, how they’d heard the holy voices of  saints, even had visions of  
angels. 

I’m a soldier, Maurice thought, a soldier of  the Lord. As he stood there, a 
frenzy of  static-filled visions flashed in the back of  his brain—a glowing 
heart tangled in flames and thorns, stars falling from the sky like rain, 
the black cries of  a baby mingled with a melee of  bloody screams—all 
swarming around in his brain like a crackling burst of  signals bouncing 
off a satellite dish. He took another swig of  Maalox, imagining the ulcers 
bleeding in his gut, his insides sacred and glowing. He put the bottle of  
Maalox in his pocket, adjusted the dust mask so that it was covering his 
mouth and raised the pistol, aiming it at the mannequin’s nose. “Blessed 
be the Lord,” he mumbled, the words buzzing behind the mask, “for He 
commands the angels to guard me in all my ways.” Maurice held the 
pistol steady, with an unwavering determination that he hadn’t felt in 
years, took a deep breath, squinted his eyes, and pulled the trigger.
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Three months earlier
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CHAPTER TWO

All across the city dead birds were falling out of  the sky. As Maurice
and his daughter, Audrey, drove through downtown New Orleans, the 
woman on the local radio station said flocks of  dead birds had been 
found near city hall and Lee Circle. Maurice turned onto Annunciation 
Street, and he’d only traveled a few blocks when he heard a strange thud, 
as if  something had hit the car. 
 “What was that?” he asked Audrey, imagining a bird striking the car, 
the roof  splattered with bloody feathers and bird guts. 

“What was what?” Audrey asked.
“That sound.” 
“I didn’t hear anything.”
As the woman’s rusty voice crawled through the car speakers, a lump 

of  fear settled in Maurice’s gut. He rolled down the window, listened to 
the low hum of  traffic from the overpass, then glanced up at the flicker 
of  streetlights. It had been almost eight months since the storm, but the 
skyline still looked cracked and war-torn, littered with what looked like 
bombed-out buildings, luxury hotels with the windows blown out, dirty 
white curtains waving in the wind like flags.
 Maurice was a thin, muscular man with brown skin, a receding 
hairline, and a small potbelly. His stomach was polluted with ulcers, so as 
usual he was sipping from a bottle of  Maalox. 
 “I wonder if  it was one of  those birds,” he said, still glancing out 
the window, his startled eyes frantically scanning left to right. “The ones 
they’re talking about on the radio.” 

“Jesus, Dad,” Audrey groaned, her voice tainted with frustration. 
 In the last few months Audrey had grown exhausted from constantly 
having to dismiss Maurice’s fears. In the past, Vivian had been burdened 
with the task, but ever since Maurice and Vivian had separated, it had 
become Audrey’s responsibility, and for the last few months she’d worn it 
the way one might wear a hand-me-down dress that didn’t quite fit. 

“It wasn’t a bird,” she said, frustration building in her voice. “Or 
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hail. Or a falling meteor. Or whatever else you’re worried about.” 
 “What if  it was the gas tank?” Maurice asked, his eyes scanning the 
rear-view mirror. He took a swig of  Maalox. “I read on the Internet that 
in certain trucks there’s a faulty wire in the gas tank that’s been causing 
them to explode. People even reported hearing a strange thumping 
sound coming from the rear of  their truck.”
 Audrey sighed. “You don’t drive a truck.”
 “If  it can happen in a truck,” Maurice said, “it can happen in a car. 
Fourteen trucks have already exploded. One family was burned alive. 
Another man survived, but half  of  his face was blown off. He lost an ear, 
and his nose was melted to his face. They had to construct a new nose 
and ear using cartilage from his rib.”
  “Jesus. The gas tank is fine, Dad. I thought you were going to stop 
worrying so much.”
 For most of  his life, Maurice had been frightened of  the world 
around him. But over the last few months his obsessions had intensified, 
ever since his wife, Vivian, had left him. To make matters worse, for 
the last twenty-two years he’d worked as an underwriter for United 
Life Insurance, so he dealt with death on a daily basis. Over the years 
all the catastrophes he’d warned his clients about had piled up in his 
brain, and the inside of  his skull had become wallpapered with images 
of  shark bites, train wrecks, mushroom clouds, plane crashes, mudslides 
and falling meteors. When he wasn’t at work, Maurice spent most of  his 
free time memorizing homicide statistics, fatality reports on automobile 
accidents, tornadoes, and earthquakes. When he thought about going 
on vacation he worried about whether or not the suntan lotion secretly 
caused skin cancer or whether or not he’d be electrocuted in the hotel 
pool as a result of  a short circuit in an underwater light. Even at work he 
found himself  researching statistics on drive-by shootings, serial killers, 
organ snatchers, and killer whales. 
 “I thought I was doing better for a while,” he said. “And then the 
hurricane hit. It seems like ever since Katrina, New Orleans is so much 
more dangerous than it used to be.”
 “The whole world is dangerous, Dad.” As Audrey spoke, she 
fiddled with the rape whistle that dangled from a chain around her 
neck. Maurice had given her the whistle when she’d started college, and 
though she hated it, she’d worn it religiously, mostly because she knew it 
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made Maurice worry less about her safety. 
 “Did you know that statistically Disneyland is the safest place in 
America?” 
 “So what?” Audrey said. “You want to move to Disneyland? You 
can’t live there, Dad. It’s a theme park.”
 “I’m just saying that statistically it’s the safest place in America. Only 
nine people have died at Disneyland since it opened in 1955. And all of  
those, except one, were accidents, drunk kids sneaking into the park and 
drowning, people getting their heads lopped off while riding some roller 
coaster, stuff like that.”
 “What about the other one?” Audrey asked. “The one that wasn’t an 
accident?”
 “Some guy was stabbed to death in Tomorrowland. He groped some 
girl’s breast, and her boyfriend stabbed him.”
 As Maurice spoke, he heard the thumping sound again. “You didn’t 
hear that?” he asked, a tiny tumor of  fear growing inside him. He sat up 
in his seat and hugged the steering wheel.
 Audrey rolled her green eyes and sighed. She was bony, with light 
brown skin and long, thin hair the color of  red velvet cake. She adjusted 
the thick white-framed glasses she was wearing, unbuckled her seatbelt 
and leaned into the dashboard, but all she could see was a black sky 
cluttered with dull stars. “There’s nothing to see,” she said. “Maybe you 
should pay attention to the road, instead of  worrying about some stupid 
bird.”
 Maurice was actually surprised that Audrey wasn’t more upset about 
the birds, mostly because she’d spent the majority of  her teenage life 
protecting animals. She’d been attending Tulane University for the last 
two years, and when she wasn’t at school, she was usually volunteering 
at the humane society or rounding up friends to rally against some 
recent act of  animal cruelty. She’d seen a documentary on poultry 
farms in high school, and ever since then she’d been a vegetarian. Her 
bedroom was covered with pictures of  turkeys cooped up in metal cages, 
bloody chickens hanging upside down from hooks, monkeys with metal 
electrodes strapped to their skulls. Her wrecked Hyundai was plastered 
with bumper stickers with catchy little sayings like: Club Sandwiches, Not 
Seals and Save a Fox, Shoot a Hunter. 
 Audrey turned the volume down on the radio. “Have you talked to 
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Vivian?” she asked, trying desperately to distract Maurice from the birds. 
 Vivian was actually Audrey’s mother’s name, but ever since Vivian 
and Maurice had separated, Audrey had refused to refer to her as Mom.
 “I spoke to her on Thursday,” Maurice said, staring out the driver’s 
side window at a fluorescent white moon flickering against the sky. 
 “When’s her ultrasound?” 
 “In two weeks.” 
 “Is what’s-his-name going with her?” 
 “Michael?” Maurice asked. “I don’t think so.”
 “Has he even called to check on how the baby’s doing?”
 “Your mother says he doesn’t want anything to do with the baby. 
He’s married with two kids. I don’t think his wife even knows.”
 “What the hell did she ever see in that guy?”
 “How would I know?” Maurice said, a hint of  exasperation in his 
voice. “If  you’re so curious, why don’t you ask her when she comes over 
on Monday?”
 “She’s coming over for dinner again? We just had dinner with her a 
few weeks ago.”  
 “Yes,” Maurice sighed. “Dinner twice a month. That’s the plan.”
 “What’s the point of  you two getting divorced, if  I still have to have 
dinner with her every two weeks?”
 “We’re legally separated, not divorced.”
 “Don’t play semantics, Dad. She moved out, and the only time you 
see her is when we have these little bullshit dinners where we act like 
we’re still a family.”
 “You should want to have dinner with her,” Maurice said. “She’s 
your mother.”
 “Mothers don’t leave their families and have babies with other men.”
 They stopped at a red light and Maurice stared at the sky again, 
scanning it for any sign of  the falling birds. “I read somewhere that fifty-
one percent of  all spouses cheat on their mates,” he said, “so at least 
we’re normal, statistically I mean.”
 “You’re serious?”
 Maurice sighed and turned to Audrey. “I’m just trying to find some 
silver lining here, Audrey.”
 “There’s no silver lining. She cheated on you, and now she’s 
pregnant. You should be happy it’s over.” 




